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Attachment in adulthood: a dynamic field with a rich past and
a bright future
Few theories in psychology have attracted as much interest, attention, and
research during the past five decades as attachment theory. There are several
reasons for these trends. First, attachment theory offers a well-articulated,
novel perspective on social and personality development ‘from the cradle to
the grave’ [1]. Second, the theory contains a set of principles and hypotheses
that provide a clear roadmap, which has successfully guided several major
research programs [2,3]. Third, individual differences in attachment pat-
terns (in children) and orientations (in adults) can be assessed with reliable
and valid measures [4,5]. These measures have facilitated groundbreaking
research on how attachment-relevant experiences shape not only how
individuals think, feel, and act within close relationship with their attach-
ment figures (e.g. parents, romantic partners, close friends), but their social
and personality development more broadly.
This special issue focuses on merely some of the best, most important, and
most exciting research currently being conducted in the wider attachment
field. All of the 33 articles in this issue address theory and research pertaining
to attachment in adulthood rather than earlier life stages. Adult attachment
encompasses not only whether and how current people and interpersonal
events impact individuals as they navigate their daily lives, but also whether
and how significant others or events from the past sometimes continue to
influence these outcomes. Before delving into the articles, we provide a
succinct overview of some of the central principles and core tenets of
attachment theory.
Attachment theory
Attachment theory [6–9] has two major components: first, a normative
component, which explains modal (species-typical) attachment processes
and behavioral patterns in humans, and second, an individual difference
component, which accounts for deviations from modal attachment processes
and behavioral tendencies. These components are anchored to a basic set of
principles, hypotheses, and ideas that underpin the theory [10,11], some of
which are described below and elaborated upon in Table 1.
As originally articulated by Bowlby [6], attachment theory is a biologically
and evolutionary-based theory that explains our predisposition to seek
physical or psychological proximity to certain people (attachment figures),
which would have enhanced our safety and improved our survival in
ancestral environments. The functioning of the attachment behavioral
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Table 1
The attachment system: functions, components, and individual differences
Functions Behavioral strategies Internal working models
(cognitive components)
Attachment patterns/orientations
 Proximity seeking
 Promotes safety/reassurance,
which is achieved through
greater physical closeness to an
attachment figure or internalized
feelings of greater closeness
 Safe haven
 Facilitates downregulating and
managing negative emotions,
resulting in greater felt security
 Secure base
 Encourages exploration and
developing greater autonomy,
competence, and self-
confidence, resulting in better
self-regulation and
psychological development
 Security-based strategy (primary
strategy)
 Seeking an attachment figure for
comfort and support when
distressed
 Engaging in constructive/
problem-focused ways of
dealing with distress
 Hyperactivation (secondary
strategy)
 Hypervigilance to threat/
exaggerated appraisals of threat
 Excessive proximity-seeking of
an attachment figure when
distressed
 Distress response involves
heightening distress (e.g.
rumination, catastrophizing)
 Deactivation (secondary strategy)
 Hypervigilance to threat/
attention diverted away from
threat
 Avoid proximity-seeking of an
attachment figure when
distressed
 Distress response involves
inhibiting/suppressing distress
(e.g. psychologically or
behaviorally escaping/avoiding
distress)
 Memories
 Recollections and
interpretations of specific
episodes or interactions with
attachment figures
 Beliefs, attitudes, and
expectations
 Beliefs involve information
viewed as ‘truths’ about
oneself and others
 Attitudes involve evaluations
individuals have about
themselves, others, and their
relationships
 Expectations involve future-
oriented assumptions
regarding the self, the partner,
or their relationship
 Goals and needs
 Objective wants that motivate
individuals to behave in
specific ways to help them
obtain love and comfort
 The primary goal of the
attachment system is to
maintain/attain felt security
 Plans and strategies
 Procedural knowledge about
how to negotiate relationships
and the behaviors needed to
achieve attachment-related
goals (e.g. felt security)
 Security
 Problem-focused coping
 Positive internal working models
of self and others
 Comfort with closeness/
intimacy
 Balance of interdependence
and autonomy
 Willingness to seek support
 Providing sensitive/ responsive
support to others
 Anxiety
 Hyperactivation coping
 Negative internal working model
of self and ambivalent model of
others
 Need for approval/ validation
 Preoccupation with
relationships/partners
 Excessive support-seeking
 Compulsive/controlling style of
providing support
 Avoidance
 Deactivation coping
 Fragile internal working model of
self (e.g. outwardly portraying
self-confidence, but inwardly
experiencing self-doubt)
 Negative internal working model
of others
 Discomfort with emotional
closeness/intimacy
 Excessive self-reliance/less
support-seeking
 Distant, withdrawn, or
controlling style of providing
support
 Disorganization
 Haphazard/random use of
hyperactivating and
deactivating strategies
 Internal working model of self
and others lack coherence
 Need for closeness coupled with
fear of rejection
Table 1 outlines the key concepts central to understanding the function, structure, and manifestation of individual differences associated with the
attachment behavioral system. The attachment system is typically activated when a person feels distressed. This, in turn, motivates people to turn
toward their attachment figures to meet or re-establish certain attachment needs, as reflected in the three attachment functions. The degree to which
attachment figures meet a person’s attachment needs shapes the behavioral strategies that the person uses to manage distress and, over time, the
development of his/her internal working models. Adult attachment orientations reflect individual differences in people’s internal working models and
use of specific behavioral strategies. Attachment orientations play an important role in affecting how people experience their attachment-relevant
relationships.system affects, and is affected by, the operation of other
behavioral systems such as the caregiving system, the
sexual system, and the exploration system. The attach-
ment system, however, becomes dominant when individ-
uals experience distress, fear, loss, pain, or separation, all
of which are cues that trigger proximity-seeking [7,12].Current Opinion in Psychology 2019, 25:177–181 During development, different attachment patterns (in
children) and orientations (in adults) form largely in
response to the quality of care and support that individu-
als receive from their attachment figures [13], with
higher-quality care/support typically resulting in attach-
ment security [14].www.sciencedirect.com
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proximity-seeking, safe haven, and secure base (see
Table 1), each of which in conjunction facilitate better
emotion-regulation and personal adjustment across time.
Attachment figures also play a key role in shaping the
development of: first, the behavioral strategies individu-
als use to regulate the functioning of the attachment
system [15], and second, their internal working models
(mental representations or schemas) of the self and others
[16]. As indicated in Table 1, there are three attachment
behavioral strategies that individuals tend to employ to
regulate distress: a security-based strategy (the primary
attachment strategy, which represents normative func-
tioning of the attachment system), and two secondary
strategies known as hyperactivation and deactivation
(which are invoked when the security-based strategy does
not or cannot reduce distress).
Internal working models comprise four components: first,
memories of past experiences, second, beliefs, attitudes,
and expectations, third, goals and needs, and fourth, plans
and strategies associated with the self and close others
(attachment figures) in relationship contexts [10] (see
Table 1). As children develop, attachment behavioral
strategies and working models become more elaborate
and complex, eventually culminating in adult attachment
orientations, which include security (the tendency to be
comfortable giving and receiving support to others), anxi-
ety (the tendency to worry about loss and abandonment),
avoidance (the tendency to worry about excessive inti-
macy and loss of autonomy), and disorganization (lacking
a coherent strategy to manage emotions and relationships
when feeling threatened) (see Table 1).
In adulthood, attachment orientations tend to be moder-
ately stable across time and contexts [17], but they can
change in response to certain attachment-relevant events,
such as therapy or experiences that challenge one’s cur-
rent working models [18]. As we shall see, attachment
security is an inner resource that facilitates resilience and
many positive life outcomes across time and different
contexts [15], whereas attachment insecurity is a vulner-
ability often predictive of poorer life outcomes, including
worse mental and physical health and more interpersonal
difficulties [19]. Although the attachment system is
believed to be universal, it is manifested in slightly
different ways in different cultures, which may result
in culturally-specific forms of adaptation and social devel-
opment [20].
An overview of the special issue: themes and
perspectives
Most of the articles in this special issue address both
normative and individual difference components of
attachment theory as they pertain to a broad range of
topics, such as parenting, sexual behavior, emotion regu-
lation, social support, prosocial behavior, conflict, health,www.sciencedirect.com psychopathology, friendship, and leadership. This dizzy-
ing array of topics can be organized in multiple ways. For
example, several articles focus primarily on intrapersonal
psychological processes and individual outcomes (e.g.
those that review experimental work conducted on indi-
viduals), whereas other articles focus more on interper-
sonal processes and individual as well as dyadic outcomes
(e.g. those that review research on dyads or families).
Moreover, several articles address outcomes that center
on relationship wellbeing, whereas others target physical
and/or psychological wellbeing.
One conceptually useful organizational scheme is the way
in which each article is framed with respect to attachment
theory and contemporary research (see Table 2). Four
articles, for example, approach attachment phenomena
from an evolutionary perspective, highlighting how cer-
tain evolutionary principles or processes intersect with
specific attachment principles, hypotheses, and ideas
with respect to life history theory (Szepsenwol &
Simpson), sexual behavior (Birnbaum & Reis), sex differ-
ences across cultures (Del Giudice), and pair-bonding
(Zeifman).
Five articles illuminate conceptual ties between princi-
ples in developmental psychology and attachment theory
and research, focusing on stability and change in attach-
ment patterns/orientations across time (Fraley &
Roisman), parenting practices in different cultures (van
IJzendoorn & Bakermans-Kranenburg), the impact of
secure base script knowledge on key outcomes (Waters
& Roisman), and the influence of attachment processes
on adoption (Raby & Dozier) and long-term health
(Ehrlich).
Fourteen articles elucidate how various principles or
models in social and personality psychology dovetail with
attachment theory and research, examining topics as
wide-ranging as trust (Campbell & Stanton), emotion
regulation (Mikulincer & Shaver), social support (B.
Feeney & Collins), prosocial behavior (Shaver,
Mikulincer & Cassidy), power (Overall), prejudice and
stigma (Carnelley & Boag), and health (Pietromonaco &
Beck). Other articles adopting a social/personality
approach focus on attachment priming effects (Gillath
& Karantzas), friendship networks (Gillath, Karantzas &
Lee), the transition to parenthood (Simpson & Rholes),
relationship-induced changes in attachment (Arriaga &
Kumashiro), later-life caregiving (Karantzas, Romano &
Lee), singlehood (Pepping & MacDonald), and physical
separation from partners (Diamond).
Ten articles approach attachment theory and research
from a clinical or more applied standpoint. They also
address an array of interesting topics, including organiza-
tional behavior and leadership (Mayseless & Popper),
conflict (J. Feeney & Fitzgerald), divorce (Sbarra &Current Opinion in Psychology 2019, 25:177–181
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Table 2
Adult attachment research perspectives
Evolutionary psychology Developmental psychology Personality/social psychology Clinical/applied psychology
 Birnbaum & Reis
 Del Giudice
 Szepsenwol & Simpson
 Zeifman
 Ehrlich
 Fraley & Roisman
 Raby & Dozier
 van IJzendoorn &
Bakermans-Kranenburg
 Waters & Roisman
 Arriaga & Kumashiro
 Campbell & Stanton
 Carnelley & Boag
 Diamond
 B. Feeney & Collins
 Gillath & Karantzas
 Gillath, Karantzas & Lee
 Karantzas, Romano & Lee
 Mikulincer & Shaver
 Overall
 Pepping & MacDonald
 Pietromonaco & Beck
 Shaver, Mikulincer & Cassidy
 Simpson & Rholes
 J. Feeney & Fitzgerald
 Jacobvitz & Reisz
 Johnson
 Kobak & Bosmans
 Marshall & Frazier
 Mayseless & Popper
 Meredith & Strong
 Sbarra & Borelli
 Slade & Holmes
 TascaBorelli), eating disorders (Tasca), chronic illness/pain
(Meredith & Strong), trauma (Marshall & Frazier),
attachment disorganization (Jacobvitz & Reisz), psycho-
pathology (Kobak & Bosmans), psychotherapy in a gen-
eral sense (Slade & Holmes), and specific therapeutic
approaches (e.g. Emotionally Focused Couples Therapy;
Johnson).
One also can situate each article on a time-line of when
general themes in adult attachment research have
emerged (see Figure 1). There are two major traditions
of adult attachment research. One tradition is grounded in
how representations of early life experiences, assessed by
interview measures such as the Adult Attachment Inter-
view [AAI; [21]], are related to adult attachment func-
tioning, which was launched by Main et al. [22]. AnotherFigure 1
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ment figures (e.g. romantic partners), as typically assessed
by self-report scales, are associated with adult attachment
functioning, which was launched by Hazan and Shaver
[23].
As shown in Figure 1, some of the earliest adult attach-
ment research investigated how individuals’ representa-
tions of their childhood experiences (assessed by the AAI)
forecast how they parent their own children. Closely
following this initial work, research in the early-to-mid
1990s began exploring dyadic relationships, interpersonal
functioning, and social interaction processes related to
attachment dynamics. Soon thereafter, experimental and
behavioral systems approaches became prominent, par-
ticularly in the early 2000s. Within the past ten years, & Reis
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deepen our understanding of psychophysiological pro-
cesses and long-term health outcomes, especially out-
comes associated with the attachment orientations of
individuals and their romantic partners. The most recent
wave of research is examining how attachment theory
contributes to our knowledge in several new areas of
inquiry, ranging from pair-bonding processes, to friend-
ship networks, to trauma, to reasons for remaining single.
In conclusion, we hope that everyone — both newcomers
to attachment theory and research as well as those well
acquainted with it — will discover new, interesting, and
perhaps provocative ideas within the excellent set of
articles that comprise this special issue. Many of these
articles provide the next generation of attachment
researchers helpful roadmaps for scholarly work in the
future. They do so by outlining several new, fruitful
directions for the next generation of research, anchored
in one of psychology’s grandest, most generative lifespan
theories of social development and interpersonal
functioning.
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